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In Australia, I cannot buy palm oil at the supermarket. The supermarket shelves are filled 
with bottles of liquid in varying shades from almost clear to golden yellow but none stand out 
with the distinct redness of palm oil. Like olive oil fifty years ago, I need to seek out palm oil 
in the niches of ethnicity, in this case African, scattered across the suburban landscape. I 
venture to a location not more than ten kilometers from the central business district and find 
the shelves laden with small and large bottles of vividly red oil. Not clear and runny but a 
dense, particulate, viscous liquid. It stains my hands and the pots in which it is used. Palm oil 
for general consumption, as used by industry, is bleached and sanitized, divested of its colour 
so it can fall into line with its pale yellow and white fatty counterparts.  
 
In this article I am interested in exploring the intersection of discourses around this single 
food item, palm oil. In such an exploration I seek to unpick the political act of eating and how 
palm oil has become a vehicle of power, disciplining bodies in particular ways and promoting 
certain ideas about the self and what is “good”. According to some discourses palm oil is on 
the edge of edibility and yet in other contexts it is edibily central; bringing meaning to a sense 
of ‘home’ for an African diaspora. The physicality of eating (or in fact in deliberately not 
eating) “connects together the distant site of production, the domestic site of eating and the 
site of the stomach”.1  
 
                                                          
1 Roe, E.J., Things becoming food and the embodied, material practices of an organic food consumer. 
Sociologia Ruralis, 2006. 46(2): p. 104-121. p112 
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Creating an identity, asking the question, “who it is I am?” has become one of the central 
tasks of the modern era. We can no longer rely on the normative practices of division such as 
ethnicity, age and gender; nor can we rely on signposts such as tradition, religion and politics. 
These have been redefined and displaced by “individual citizen consciousness”, a reflexive 
process of constructing and realising self-identity.2  Foods, as cultural objects, are by their 
very definition subject to appropriation. In the process of appropriation food takes on a range 
of meanings and associations which not only serve to construct “who I am” but also functions 
to define my relationship with the “other”. Food, however, is unlike most other cultural 
forms. If art, music, architecture, gardens, literature, sport, fashion, television, cinema were to 
cease to exist, life would be poorer and less interesting but there would still be life. If food 
were no longer available, life would eventually cease. It can be pared down to the barest 
essentials and indeed it can be willingly surrendered, but even these acts carry meaning and 
communicate something about the individual and/or the collective.  
 
Palm oil as a cultural object is therefore, by definition, appropriable. This is not to say that it 
has been appropriated but that it has the capacity or the potential to be appropriated. In this 
context, it is hybridity-in-action such that hybridity is no longer a special case but rather a 
condition that is a prerequisite for the notion of a cultural object. As McHoul goes on to 
indicate: 
Cultural objects are marked by the essentiality of their possible dis-ownership 
(both emphases are equally important) — by the fact that they can always come 
to mean things, be recognised, to be used, to be known, to be governed, and 
                                                          
2 Miller, T., The Well-Tempered Self: Citizenship, Culture and the Postmodern Subject. 1993, Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press.  p228 
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cared for in at least two (frequently more) different cultural systems, different 
assemblages of production and recognition.3  
Palm oil has multivalent meanings and as such produces fluid identities. Palm oil in 
the developed, industrialised world has been colonized by nutrition and environmental 
discourses. These discourses are potentially at odds with its work in different contexts 
in authenticating identity and in the (re)creation of home by African refugees and 
migrants in Australia and elsewhere. Such discourses and their disjuncture raise 
questions about the production and circulation of who constitutes “expert”, the 
fluidity of what is “good” for the self, and the duality of taste in (re)creating 
distinction.  
 
The accelerated movement of peoples in a global context, and the global dispersal of 
ethnicity markers (language, skin colour, neighbourhood or kinship) means that individuals 
are required to create a sense of “home” or “community” regardless of their geographical 
location and status of nationality. Ethnicity as a result, has moved from being a marker of 
locality to being “a global force, forever slipping in and through the cracks between states 
and borders”.4 Bauman argues that the construction of an ethnic identity is one of the 
propelling tasks facing the self in late modernity. In fact, there is “a powerful demand for 
pronounced, though symbolic rather than institutionalized, ethnic distinctiveness”.5  
 
                                                          
3 McHoul, A., Ordinary heterodoxies: Towards a theory of cultural objects. UTS Review: Cultural Studies and 
New Writing, 1997. 3(2): p. 7-22. p10 
4Appadurai, A., Disjuncture and difference in the global cultural economy. Theory, Culture and Society, 1990. 
7: p. 295-310. p306 
5 Bauman, Z., Modernity and ambivalence, in Global Cultures: Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity, M. 
Featherstone, Editor. 1990, Sage: London. p. 143-169. p167 
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Ethnicity is no different from other forms of identity in that it is no longer transmitted by 
socialisation but is created. One of the paradoxes of ethnic identity, however, is that it is 
relational – it takes two to be ethnic. In addition, establishing an ethnic identity 
simultaneously establishes a boundary creating a sense of uniqueness, and, at the same time, 
it is “explicitly about making connections that integrate individuals in communities and 
traditions”.6 There is still a desire for ethnicity to be a fixed trait, from the outside we still 
need to make sense of who people are and where they fit into our schema of the local and 
global context. A single solid fixed identity is an invention. Identities are instead, multiple, 
fluid and in constant construction. Bauman makes the point that identities only seem fixed 
from the outside, however, when they are contemplated internally from “one’s own 
biographical experience they are in fact fragile and fluid”.7 From the inside however, 
ethnicity is no longer a reference to the traditions of the past but “a manifestation of the 
bewilderment of the present, confronted with the loss of the outdated certain future. Ethnicity 
is a dynamic concept related to changing social conditions”.8  
 
Being present in a particular place at a particular time and announcing that presence both 
publicly and privately, requires identity work. Translocation to unfamiliar environs, 
culturally, geographically and socially means that the work is about creating familiarity and 
security or a sense of “home”. This “identity” and “home” work has become increasingly 
complex as it becomes obvious that concepts such as global and local, public and private 
exist on a continuum rather than as distinct entities. Food is a technology that facilitates this 
articulation of identity and home that is simultaneously mobile but fixed. What we will see 
                                                          
6 Fornäs, J., Cultural Theory and Late Modernity. 1995, London: Sage. 
7 Bauman, Z., Liquid Modernity. 2000, Cambridge: Polity. p242 
8 Bouchet, D., Marketing and the redefinition of ethnicity, in Marketing in a Multicultural World, J.A. Costa and 
G.J. Bamoosy, Editors. 1995, Sage: California. p. 68-104. p97 
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with palm oil is that “ethnicity” is central and the discourses work on “othering” in a variety 
of contexts. 
 
The “good” oil and the “bad” oil 
There are a large number of edible oils and fats available to the consumer. Prior to global 
agro-industry these were contextual, defined by local availability and directly related to the 
ability to keep starvation at bay. Calorically dense, oils and fats determined health and 
wealth. Since global commodification, edible oils still represent health and wealth, but are 
mediated by science and economic imperatives and seemingly fuel the endless appetite for 
manufactured foods. In those industrialised nations where obesity and chronic diseases are 
purportedly rampant two oils olive oil and palm, are positioned at either end of the oil 
continuum. Their nuanced representation as “good” and “bad” respectively stem from 
complex, evolving nutrition and environment discourses. 
 
In Australia, olive oil consumption has increased from no olive oil in the 1900s to 
approximately 100mL per person in 1950, to 400mL in the 1980s, to an estimated 1.5 litres in 
2010.9 Australia  produces about 1% of the total world’s olive oil and nearly all of its 
domestic market requirements. 10  In the 1950s and 1960s olive oil was available in Australia 
either at the chemist, to be used as a tonic, to prevent cradle cap or to clean out dog’s ears; or 
alternatively from ethnic specialty stores for “new” Australians. There was little 
understanding of its fatty acid profile or of its beneficial effects in minimizing the risk of 
heart disease. Previously marginalized to ethnic exotica, even after a large influx of migrants 
with a taste for olive oil, it was not until science provided validation of consumption that we 
                                                          
9 Sweeney, S., South Australian Olive Industry: Situational Analysis. 2006: Adelaide, Australia. 
 
10 Ibid. 
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saw an increase in its use. A science discourse that moved its consumers from peasants to 
nutritional role models, as the Mediterranean diet became increasingly recognized for its 
health benefits and that tapped into nostalgia for a simpler, more commensal life. The 
proponents of olive oil refer to its 3000 year history and of oil uniqueness in that it offers 
“ancient gifts” but at the same time can “adapt, innovate and integrate because of its long-
term strength gained in many different periods and climates”.11 
 
In contrast to olive oil the public discourses around palm oil are hostile relating their negative 
health and environmental impacts with a growing debate on the sustainability of the industry. 
Although currently under review, promoting palm oil production remains the cornerstone of 
the World Bank’s strategy for advancing development and accelerating empowered poverty 
reduction.12 The main producers worldwide are Malaysia and Indonesia where the industry 
provides employment for small shareholders and a significant national export income. All 
palm oil consumed in Australia is imported. Consumption quantities are comparable to 
canola oil, the flagship of domestic production. The difference is that consumption is hidden 
– while consumers choose canola oil off the supermarket shelf they consume palm oil hidden 
in primarily processed luxury food items such as biscuits, cake and confectionary.13  
 
The nutrition discourse 
In this section I will argue that nutrition, as a discourse, is part science, part spirituality, part 
taste, and part consumption. Guided by the “truth” as provided by scientific endeavour others 
have shown that nutrition has emerged since the Ancient Greeks as a form of training and 
                                                          
11 Miller, P. Australian Olive Association: New Industries Forum. 2009 Canberra: Rural Industries Research and 
Development Corporation. 
12 The World Bank. The World Bank Group’s Framework for Engagement in the Palm Oil Sector. 2010 
13 Australian Oilseed Federation. Australian Oilseed Federation Strategic Plan. Australian Oilseed Industry 
Review 2015. 2010 
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asceticism contributing to nutrition as a spiritual experience.14 After Bourdieu, there 
continues to be the demonstration of nutrition as cultural capital across class and occupation 
divisions. Nutrition, for those who fall into these categories, is not only “tastes good” but also 
in “good taste”.15 Regardless of its truth value, nutrition is both fashion and big business. The 
almost overwhelming presence of vitamin and mineral supplements and diet paraphernalia in 
the marketplace is an overt manifestation of this. More covert is the involvement of business 
in the development and distribution of nutrition messages and the funding of research. 
Considerable political lobbying is undertaken by both food commodity organisations and 
food processors. All of these use nutrition as a marketing construct, fashioning “experts” in 
order to promulgate information that creates and enhances a market for their particular 
product.  
 
In late modernity, nutrition has become increasingly important as a distinct form of training 
and ethics in its own right. It has emerged as one of the primary ways in which the self can be 
governed. As a discourse, it is as fragmented and complex as most other discourses. It has a 
raft of expert knowledges that feed into it and a range of fashionable and commercial 
contributions with vested interests in its circulation. What results is a form of governance in 
which “individuals will want to be healthy, experts will instruct them on how to be so, and 
entrepreneurs will exploit and enhance this market for health. Health will be ensured through 
a combination of the market, expertise and a regulated autonomy”.16  
 
                                                          
14 See for example Coveney, J. Food Morals and Meaning: The Pleasure and Anxiety of Eating. 2006. London: 
Routledge. 
15 See for example Wills, W.J., Backett-Milburn, K., Lawton, J., MacKinnon, D. and Roberts, E.M. Parents' and 
Teenagers' Conceptions of Diet, Weight and Health: Does Class Matter? 2009. ESRC End of Award Research 
Report Ref: RES-000-231504. Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire 
16 Rose, N., Governing the enterprising self, in The Values of the Enterprise Culture: The Moral Debate, P. 
Heelas and P. Morris, Editors. 1992, Routledge: London. p. 141-164. p155 
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In the case of palm oil, countries who are major producers, have constructed regulatory 
bodies, such as the Malaysian Palm Oil Council and more recently the newly formed 
Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil (RSPO)17 in order to produce and circulate positive 
health, environmental and other information.18 Conversely, producers of oils in direct 
competition with palm oil push politically for regulatory and education mechanisms to limit 
palm oil’s influence and thereby protect their economic interests. The American Soybean 
Association called for palm oil to be named on packaging and identified as a saturated fat.19 
More recently the Australian Oilseed Federation have identified the need for ongoing 
promotion of “an improved understanding of fats so that consumers distinguish between 
‘good’ and ‘bad’ fats”.20 
 
 
The public documentation and dissemination of the scientific consensus on food and nutrition 
serves a purpose and effectively categorises the population and their eating habits into, at its 
most simple, “good” and “bad” or, “normal” and “deviant”. However, these distinctions are 
difficult to maintain absolutely, they are like the problem Douglas identifies with respect to 
dirt, “there is no such thing as absolute dirt: it exists in the eye of the beholder”.21 Soil 
becomes dirt when it crosses a pre-determined boundary and, in the process, becomes a 
potential pollutant. Likewise, food is neither absolutely “good” nor “bad”. The dichotomy 
only emerges when, through discourse and training, it crosses the boundary into either the 
                                                          
17 Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil. Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil 2009  [cited; Available from: 
http://www.rspo.org/. 
18 This is by no means a new strategy, growers and processors of a number of food items have formed coalitions 
in order to increase the marketability of that item. For example the International Olive Oil Council was and 
continues to be instrumental in promulgating positive messages about olive oil (www.internationaloliveoil.org). 
19 Henderson, J. and Osborne, D. J. The oil palm in all our lives: how this came about. Endeavour 2000 24(2): 
p63-68. 
20 Australian Oilseed Federation. Australian Oilseeds Federation Strategic Plan 2010. Australian Oilseed 
Industry Review. 2010. 
21 Douglas, M., Purity and Danger: An Analysis of Concepts of Pollution and Taboo. . 1966, London: Routledge 
& Kegan Paul. p2 
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body or the extra-corporeal space the space of future illness or lifestyle. In this case as a 
commodity, palm oil encompasses both depending on the context. 
 
In Australia, palm oil has crossed the pre-determined boundary – it has moved from being an 
innocuous food item to being a potential pollutant. According to the prevailing nutrition 
discourse, in those countries who are attempting to identify and minimize risks associated 
with food over-consumption, palm oil is “bad”. The science identifies it as a saturated fat, an 
unhealthy fat, and its consumption increases the risk of heart disease.22 The risks increase 
exponentially when it is revealed that over forty per cent of the processed food supply uses 
palm oil as the edible oil of choice. Its relative stability during processing and its low 
production costs make it eminently suitable for inclusion. There is, however, no requirement 
in Australia to identify the type of oil being used on food packaging, it can be listed on an 
ingredient list as “vegetable oil”. Recently in the Australian media, palm oil was described as 
one of the “most evil ingredients hidden in foods”.23 
 
Being hidden is problematic because it means that individuals are no longer able to undertake 
self-surveillance. Risk and its management is a form of governing, involving not only a 
public web of surveillance but also a degree of privatisation. This is not to say that there is no 
longer “expert” knowledge involved; rather the responsibility no longer resides outside the 
individual but comes from within. Consumers are required to become “experts of 
themselves” and are “to adopt an educated and knowledgeable relation of self-care in respect 
to their bodies, their minds, their forms of conduct and that of the members of their own 
                                                          
22 Heart Foundation, Summary of Evidence: Dietary Fats and Dietary Cholesterol for Cardiovascular Health. 
2009, Heart Foundation 
23 Food spin is plain unhealthy, in HeraldSun. 2009: Melbourne. p24. 
10 
 
families”.24 This process of self-realisation involves decision-making and the weighing up of 
risk in order to construct the self as “responsible citizen”.25 A “responsible citizen” cannot 
actively choose not to consume palm oil, unless they form partnerships not only with public 
authorities and “experts” but also with “lay actors”.26 FSANZ makes this clear when it 
advises consumers to that “if you wish to avoid the consumption of palm oil you can contact 
food manufacturers for information on the source of the vegetable oil”.27  FSANZ is alluding 
to the consumption of palm oil in primarily processed foods (discussed in more detail later) 
rather than the consumption of the oil as a separate entity. 
 
In West Africa, the nutritional parameters are not the same as in Australia. To use Douglas’ 
analogy palm oil is still soil – it has not transgressed the boundary of being out of place. In 
Africa the nutritional qualities of palm oil are not vilified but are rather celebrated. Red palm 
oil is heralded as the possible solution to endemic Vitamin A deficiency that is one of the 
leading contributors of death in preschool aged children and the primary cause of blindness in 
parts of Asia and Africa. Palm oil promises to provide a food-based approach to rectifying the 
deficiency that is both safer and more sustainable than other proposed medical 
interventions.28 Palm oil is also a dense source of energy, in places and contexts where 
                                                          
24 Rose, N., Governing advanced liberal democracies, in Foucault and Political Reason: Liberalism, Neo-
liberalism and Rationalities of Government, A. Barry, T. Osborne, and N. Rose, Editors. 1996, University of 
College of London Press: London. p. 37-64. p59  
25 Petersen, A., Risk and the regulated self: the discourse of health promotion as politics of uncertainty. 
Australia and New Zealand Journal of Sociology, 1996. 32(1): p. 44-57. p55 
26 Lupton, D., Risk. 1999, London: Routledge.p122 
27 Food Standards Australia and New Zealand, Palm oil and food. 2009: Canberra. 
28 Benade, A.J.S., A place for palm fruit oil to eliminate vitamin A deficiency. Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 2003. 12(3): p. 369-372; Solomons, N.W. and M. Orozco, Alleviation of Vitamin A deficiency with 
palm fruit and its products. Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 2003. 12(3): p. 373-384. 
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calories can be hard to come by. In Sierra Leone and Liberia, where palm oil originated, 40-
50 per cent of the population is undernourished and fat is the primary source of energy.29  
 
The main producers of palm oil in Malaysia and Indonesia use nutrition as a marketing 
construct, funding research to highlight the healthy qualities of palm oil. Its saturated fat 
content is acknowledged but justified in that in comparison to coconut and palm kernel oils it 
is much lower. The emerging risk factor in commercial food production is the presence of 
trans fatty acids – the use of palm oil mitigates these as it can be used without hydrogenation. 
The science is being deployed to argue for palm oil indicating a positive effect on the low 
density lipoprotein: high density lipoprotein ratio – minimizing the risk of heart disease.30 
Science is again used to refute this argument, stating that palm oil raises the low density 
lipoprotein fraction thereby increasing cardiovascular risk.31 For the palm oil industry 
however, the “truth” of the science comes into question when the Malaysian Palm Oil 
Council, the Palm Oil Truth Foundation, the Global Oils and Fats Business Magazine and the 
American Palm Oil Council are used as evidence supporting the health case.32  
 
These positions serve to remind us that nutrition is not a static entity; like all matters of taste 
and consumption it is a variable rather than a constant. Crotty suggests that nutrition 
“represents a contemporary point of view, not an immutable truth”33 or, as Santich indicates, 
                                                          
29 Food and Agriculture Organisation, Country Profile: Food Security Indicators, Liberia. 2008; Food and 
Agriculture Organisation, Country Profile: Food Security Indicators, Sierra Leone. 2008. 
30 Sundram, K., R. Sambanthamurthi, and Y.-A. Tan, Palm fruit chemistry and nutrition Asia Pacific Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition, 2003. 12(3): p. 355-362. 
31 Heart Foundation, Summary of Evidence: Dietary Fats and Dietary Cholesterol for Cardiovascular Health. 
2009, Heart Foundation  
32 Lam, M. K., Tan, K. T. Lee, K. T. Mohamed, A. R. Malaysian palm oil: surviving the food versus fuel dispute 
for a sustainable future. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 2009. 13: p1456-1464. 
33 Crotty, P., Good nutrition: fact and fashion in dietary advice. 1995, Sydney: Allen & Unwin. p30 
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it serves to “remind us that ‘truth’ may come with a use-by-date”.34 This variability only 
serves to emphasise nutrition as a reflexive project of the self that cannot be ideally 
completed. Bauman reminds us of this when he remarks that “the concepts of ‘healthy diet’ 
change more quickly than it takes for any of the successively or simultaneously 
recommended diets to run its course”.35 Consequently, “almost every cure is strewn with 
risks, and more cures are needed to heal the consequences of past risk-taking”.36  
 
West Africans in Australia equate palm oil to olive oil – “we see palm oil just like the Italians 
see olive oil”.37 The scientific discourse elevates olive oil as the magical component, the 
mythic hero of cuisine that not only actively improves cholesterol profiles thereby reducing 
the risk of chronic disease but improving the palatability of vegetable and grain components. 
Without olive oil, the Mediterranean diet could, in practice, be any number of other 
“traditional” diets. Outside the countries where it is grown and used, palm oil lacks the same 
credibility. Like the African diet the Mediterranean diet is one borne out of poverty but the 
Mediterranean diet is now far removed from its peasant origins. It has been moved far enough 
away that those looking from the outside can make a nostalgic link to a pre-industrial bucolic 
idyll. While the African diet is one of those “traditional” diets, the link to poverty and 
starvation is current – there is no pastoral myth to yearn for, just drought, civil war and 
deprivation to avoid.   
 
When nutrition emerged as a discipline in the mid 19th century, “ethnic” food was regarded 
with suspicion and although ethnic foods required little money to prepare, they were 
                                                          
34 Santich, B., What the Doctor’s Ordered: 150 Years of Dietary Advice in Australia. . 1995, Melbourne: Hyland 
House. pviii 
35 Bauman, Z., Liquid Modernity. 2000, Cambridge: Polity. p79 
36 Ibid 
37 Quotations are from a series of interviews and discussions that took place with members of the Sierra Leone 
and Liberian communities from 2006 to 2008 in Perth and Brisbane, Australia. 
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considered inferior because they “required uneconomical expenditures of energy to digest”.38 
Reformers also openly mistrusted the strong seasonings, sausages, salamis and pickles 
favoured by ethnic groups as they “overworked the digestive process and stimulated cravings 
for alcohol” and were thought to “damage the stomach without providing sustenance”.39 In 
addition, all of these foods were thought to inflame sexual appetites for which some ethnic 
groups were supposedly notorious. The new asceticism that was the hallmark of nutrition as a 
scientific discourse, that is — “a moral economy of prescribed behaviours that promised 
prosperity and longevity”40 — had, therefore, excluded the ethnic. This effectively 
marginalised ethnic groups and their food, making them not only different but immoral as 
well. By default, ethnic food practices became deviant.  
 
What we see, therefore, is that the nutrition discourse is contextual but when mobilised in the 
Australian context, effectively marginalises those who hold disparate but equally valid views. 
Our attention will now turn to the environment discourse which is increasingly linked with 
food and nutrition and is becoming a significant signpost for individuals to take their place as 
global citizens. 
 
The environment discourse 
Alongside the health discourse, that labels palm oil as “evil” and “unhealthy”, is an emerging 
environmental discourse. Increasingly nutrition and environment are intertwined as 
management of “nutrition risk” extends beyond the individual and family unit. There are now 
links with the global via nutrition discourses that rely not only on physiological and psycho-
                                                          
38 Levenstein, H., Revolution at the Table: The Transformation of the American Diet. 1988, New York: Oxford 
University Press. p103 
39 Levenstein, H., Revolution at the Table: The Transformation of the American Diet. 1988, New York: Oxford 
University Press. p 106  
40 Brandt, A.M., Behavior, disease, and health in the twentieth-century United States. The moral valence of 
individual risk, in Morality and Health, A.M. Brandt and P. Rozin, Editors. 1997, Routledge: New York. p. 53-
77. p65 
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social scientific precepts but also environmental, scientific tenets. In this context, risk 
becomes not just attributable to an individual but also to a social body; not just to a single 
national body but to the world. An individual now needs to be concerned with not only their 
own bodies and those of their family members but needs to shoulder the responsibility for the 
societies they live in − local, national and global. In this context, “sustainability” becomes a 
part of risk terminology.41  
 
In late modernity, foods need to be chosen not only on the basis of health but also for their 
economic and social sustainability. In countries where the food supply is assured, the primary 
principle has turned to eco-friendly eating, that is, the consumption of local fresh and 
seasonal foods which promote social cohesion and cooperation. This version of the eco-
friendly, that is, one that promotes co-operation, trust and social cohesion, is the same 
nostalgic call reverberating through advertising, supermarkets and restaurants. Eco-friendly 
eating is a call for a return to gemeinschaft, one rooted in familiar relationships, mutual 
dependency, a community of blood, of place, of kinship, neighbourhood and friendship 
generated by the peasant, the artist and the common people.42 This call for increased social 
relationships offers an antidote to the scientific rationalisation food choice as an exemplar of 
gesellschaft, that is, mass urban society with formal interactions. 
 
Palm oil is inextricably linked with West Africa. The palms producing the fruit from which 
the oil is extracted are thought to have originated from here and the palm trees producing 
palm oil are featured in the Sierra Leone official seal as a symbol of “strength and health-
                                                          
41 Gallegos, D., Eating you way to global citizenship, in The Globalization of Food, D. Inglis and D. Gimlin, 
Editors. 2009, Berg: Oxford. p. 197-212. 
42 Tönnies, F., Community and Society/Gemeinschaft und Gesellschaft. . 1887/1963, New York: Harper & Row. 
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giving goodness”.43 In West Africa palm oil production is “local”, undertaken predominantly 
by smallholders, from palms that are considered grown for the purpose or are wild. In most 
cases the cropping of palms for palm oil in West Africa is a subsistence activity. Large-scale 
farming is on the increase but is not well received in communities where they operate due to 
the employment of people outside the catchment area.44 In the current African context, before 
the proposed introduction of large-scale plantations and processing, small mills can be placed 
at the heart of local communities – men cultivate, while children and women process and 
sell.45 The quality of oil is determined by its final destination. Quality for large-scale 
producers, where the destination is industry, is defined as a low free fatty acid content, low 
concentration of oxidation products and easily removable colour. For the domestic consumer, 
quality is about flavour, the medical laxative effect of the free fatty acids and the acid bite 
aftertaste. The oil found in Australia is almost universally described as not too good in 
quality. 
 
In Australia the majority of the red palm oil sold is imported from Africa providing links to 
this nostalgia for a pastoral, simpler life as illustrated by statements such as “located in small 
family farms that have existed for centuries” and “exclusive oil offered in its natural state, 
having been made in small batches by hand”.46 This construction of palm oil as a unique, 
gentle, product emerging from craftsman differs from the portrayal of palm oil in countries 
such as Australia where for the last five years environmental activist groups have been 
waging a war on palm oil grown and processed in plantations in Malaysia and Indonesia.  
 
                                                          
43 Osseo-Asare, F., Food Culture in Sub-Saharan Africa. Food Culture Around the World, ed. K. Abala. 2005, 
Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press. p14 
44 Poku, K., Small-scale Palm Oil Processing in Africa. 2002, FAO. 
45 Atinmo, T. and T. Bakre, Palm fruit in traditional African food culture. Asia Pacific Journal of Clinical 
Nutrition, 2003. 12(3): p. 350-354. 
46 Jungle Products. Red Palm Oil.  2009  [cited November 15th 2009 ]; Available from: 
http://junglepi.com/products/red_palm.html 
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In Australia, palm oil is the epitome of the industrial and represents the evils of globalization 
from its use in processed food, to its growth in large plantations and its support by the 
purportedly flawed economic structures of the World Bank. As an antidote, providing another 
form of expertise, non-government organizations operate as actors in the space. In 2007, 
Greenpeace released its report “How the Palm Oil Industry is Cooking the Climate” which 
links the expansion of the palm oil industry for food, fuel and cosmetics to climate change.47 
In Australia and New Zealand the move by an iconic chocolate maker to replace cocoa butter 
with palm oil lent weight to the Melbourne zoo’s campaign to save the orangutan. The 
destruction of forests has purportedly led to the loss of habitat and in Malaysia and Singapore 
this has centred on the orangutan. In Australia, Melbourne Zoo has led with their “Don’t 
palm us off” campaign and the Palm Oil Action group heads its website with “Deadly Palm 
Oil in Your Trolley”.48 The campaign effectively links environment and food by asking 
proponents to sign a petition to ask the Food Standards Australia New Zealand (FSANZ) to 
make mandatory the specific listing of palm oil on ingredient lists. FSANZ’s response “Our 
food regulations do not extend to environmental issues”.49  
 
The social and economic contribution made by palm oil production in countries such as 
Malaysia, Indonesia where there is large-scale cultivation and processing and in West Africa 
where local consumption outweighs exports cannot be underestimated. The social 
ramifications of boycotting palm oil and the level of responsibility that more industrialised 
countries have in supporting others to overcome absolute poverty are beginning to make their 
                                                          
47 Greenpeace, How the Palm Oil Industry in Cooking the Climate. 2007. 
48 Palm Oil Action. Deadly Palm Oil in Your Shopping Trolley.  2009  [cited November 10th 2009 ]; Available 
from: www.palmoilaction.org.au. 
49 Food Standards Australia and New Zealand, Palm oil and food. 2009: Canberra. 
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way into the discourses. With headlines such as “Palm oil boycott hurt impoverished 
farmers”50 the Institute of Public Affairs has commented that: 
by boycotting palm oil what activists are actually doing is shutting down the 
industry in developing countries, and with it their opportunity to raise living 
standards and increase wealth. And if you think you can do without chocolate 
because it goes straight to your hips, imagine the cost to an impoverished 
farmer's family who can barely afford to eat.51  
The ensuing discussion online focused on the long term effects of climate change rather than 
the immediate reality for farmers. Contributors spoke of “eating responsibly” by buying fair 
trade coffee, and refusing to consume palm oil. The environmental discourse obviously has 
more currency than any argument that focuses on the social and economic imperative of the 
impoverished. 
 
Palm oil has been constructed as high risk; it is not only risky from an individual perspective, 
increasing the risk of heart disease but also for the collective via the environment. Palm oil is 
an example of the magnification and dispersal of a food globally that disrupts local systems. 
For citizens of the receiving countries, that is those not involved directly in the production, 
this generates anxiety. Without anxiety there would be no impetus to continue the attempts to 
improve.  This is Foucault’s point when he indicates, “not everything is bad but everything is 
dangerous”, “if everything is dangerous, then we always have something to do. So my 
position leads not to apathy but to a hyper- and pessimistic activism”.52 In other words, the 
danger, in part created by the experts and the market, creates a space where it is possible to 
resist; to change the structures. I can be active by boycotting foods containing palm oil and 
                                                          
50 Wilson, T., Palm oil boycott will hurt impoverished farmers, in ABC News Online 2009. 
51 Ibid 
52 Foucault, M., On the genealogy of ethics: An overview of work in progress, in The Foucault Reader, P. 
Rabinow, Editor. 1984, Penguin: London. p. 340-372. p343 
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switching to “environmentally and socially responsible sources”, seeking out healthier 
alternatives; by “demanding that food companies label their food products, by writing letters 
to government insisting that palm oil labelling be made compulsory”.53 I can join with over 
4000 others, the Anti-Palm Oil community on Facebook and sign petitions seeking the 
removal of palm oil from what are essentially luxury processed foods such as chocolate and 
biscuits.54  
 
By engaging with this discourse I establish a positive identity, I carve out a persona that is 
caring and extends beyond by locale to embrace the global. As a form of subjective taste I 
can demonstrate that what I am doing is in “good taste”. I can construct an ordered 
worldview and I do these things out of fear, but not fear for the environment but rather fear 
for my sense of self. Those without a collective understanding of palm oil will perhaps never 
learn to “taste” it without disgust. To aspire to a classed response to palm oil is to reject its 
consumption and in that rejection I exert power – power over my own self and over those 
who “choose” to consume. As Hayes-Conroy and Hayes-Conroy intimate: 
Developing a taste for something does not happen in a vacuum, but in a lived 
context of social representation. In the visceral realm, representations join and 
become part of old memories, new intensities, triggers, aches, tempers, 
commotions, tranquilities. In the visceral realm, representations affect 
materially. The visceral body feels them as intensities that have an impact on 
tasting.55 
 
Palm oil as “home” 
                                                          
53 Palm Oil Action Group. www.palmoilaction.org.au Retrieved November 12th 2009 
54 Face Book. Anti Palm Oil Community Retrieved December 7th 2009. 
55 Hayes-Conroy, A and Hayes-Conroy, J. (2008). Talking back taste: feminism, food and visceral politics. 
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Palm oil epitomises the globalisation of commodities and their increasing role in the 
relationships between nation states and their influence on the food supply and livelihoods of 
marginalised groups. Palm oil is grown primarily in less industrialised countries where 
overheads can be kept low and production targets high; in order to sate the appetites of 
voracious food and increasingly transport industries in more developed countries.56 Nutrition 
and environment provide bridges that connect the self as private with the self as public citizen 
and connect the local with the global. In providing this bridge, nutrition offers a number of 
opportunities for constructing an ethic of food choice based on what is historically, culturally 
and nutritionally relevant and for using food to reinvent the self in order to become a part of a 
sustainable food system, albeit by proxy. “Good” global citizens manage their individual 
health risk and take into consideration their environmental footprint, what has perhaps been 
overlooked are the social consequences of a diminished industry upon which poverty-stricken 
families rely. While the global consequences of consuming or not consuming a commodity 
are relevant, in this instance we are looking at the specific repercussions of the consumption 
of a food item which has been placed on the fringes due to scientific discourse. In 
translocating from Africa, palm oil has simultaneously moved from “good” to “bad” from 
“ordinary” to “extraordinary”. Both these transformations have implications for identity and 
in (re)creating home. 
 
The search for “home” as the “local”, within the framework of the global, is one of the 
challenges facing the self in search of identity. “Home”, therefore, is any contingency 
constructed within either spatial or time frameworks, on four main axes: security, familiarity, 
                                                          
56 Palm oil is not the first example of this worldwide movement of commodities see for example Mintz and his 
treatise on sugar, Mintz, S. (1985) Sweetness and Power: The Place of Sugar in Modern History. New York, 
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community, and a sense of possibility.57 Herein, lies the work of nostalgia. Rather than seeing 
nostalgia as a “negative going back”, it is instead a tool used by the self in the creation of 
“home”. Nostalgia is a celebration of the “past”, but at the same time, it is about establishing 
a present and imagining a future. Through everyday practices, the local is (re)created and 
(re)invented and simultaneously married to the global. 
 
Oils are typically described as accessory foods –items that add taste to core staple foods 
(which are typically bland) making them more palatable and encouraging their increased 
consumption.58 The model of food adaptation on migration suggests that accessory foods are 
the most likely to change and be altered without loss of the “traditional” qualities of the 
meal.59 For other groups who have translocated, fats have been decreased and changed in line 
with current health discourses. For example, discussions with the South Asian community in 
Australia reveal decreased amounts of oil and ghee being used and a change to olive oil. 
These changes have not compromised the “traditional” characteristics of the meals, the 
chappatis, for example, are still chappatis.60 For West Africans however, palm oil is an 
essential component of staple dishes such as palava sauce and cassava, and provides a unique 
colour, aroma and taste to all meals. There are variations across tribal groups as to how dishes 
are made but what remains constant is palm oil. In this case, the accessory food, not the core 
or staple is instrumental in defining the cuisine. The imperative is to maintain its 
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60 Gallegos, D. and  S. Nasim, Exploring socio-cultural factors related to diet and physical activity for women 
from India and Pakistan living in Brisbane: a pilot study, in 4th International Asian Health and Wellbeing 
Conference 2010 Auckland, New Zealand. 
 
21 
 
consumption, somehow, despite the prevailing discourses because as one woman from Sierra 
Leone indicated “palm oil is our culture”. 
 
In West Africa, palm oil is ordinary. It is ubiquitous in its availability and in its consumption. 
It is integrated into social and economic life and individuals are actively encouraged to 
consume it as both medicine and food. In Australia, however, purchasing palm oil becomes a 
deliberate, conscious choice, it has become extraordinary. What was once part of the rhythm 
of everyday life – ubiquitous and integrated is now carved out and placed within the 
quotidian as a way of making the unfamiliar, familiar. Its limited availability and relatively 
high cost combined with perception of its low quality (compared to Africa) means that 
significant barriers are overcome to continue to consume the oil. To enjoy the taste of palm 
oil is to proclaim, in this case, your Africanness with each act of consumption becoming a 
badge denoting self-identity.61 For the West Africans the danger lies not in the manifestation 
of ill-health through the consumption of foods that have been scientifically categorized as 
bad, but rather in the failure to connect with home. The psychological and emotional health 
consequences of not connecting to the “culture” of palm oil, of failing to find that bridge to 
home are more real and pressing than the future prospect of heart disease and physical ill-
health. Palm oil has become an anchor to which identity and home can be tethered.  
 
Choosing palm oil in preference to other fats is not done without knowledge and insight. The 
West African community is doing considerable work to counter the negative discourses 
around palm oil. Palm oil is often compared with palm kernel oil “the infamous trans-fatty 
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cousin”, in contrast red palm oil is described as “nutritious” and high in Vitamin A with high 
levels of anti-oxidants that prevent cancer and delay the ageing process.62  
 
In this case in undertaking a risk-benefit analysis the risk of identity loss outweighs any 
purported health benefit put forward by mainstream “experts”. In choosing palm oil, West 
Africans have rejected the ascendency of these mainstream experts and instead turn to guides, 
counsellors and friends from within the community – who Foucault describes as persons “of 
good reputation, whose uncompromising frankness one can have the opportunity of 
experiencing”.63 In late modernity, these forms of reference have not been replaced, but 
rather the range of techniques available to the self has been amplified.  
 
While the West Africans, as migrants, are operating within a framework provided by the 
dominant culture64, they are also carving out a niche for themselves within the system. By 
doing so, they create “a space in which [they] can find ways of using the constraining order 
of the place or of the language”. Consequently, as de Certeau says of the migrant: 
Without leaving the place where he has no choice but to live and which lays down its 
law for him, he establishes within it a degree of plurality and creativity. By an art of 
being in between, he draws unexpected results from his situation.65  
In other words, by choosing to ignore and counter the dominant discourses surrounding palm 
oil, West Africans can draw on their experience of being outside the dominant culture to 
create and recreate food and thereby reconfigure their own identity and the identity of others 
they encounter in novel and creative ways.  
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Palm oil acts therefore, as an Arendtian bridge, offering the promise of arrival to islands of 
predictability and certainty.66 They provide means by which risks and problems can be 
potentially solved and avenues for making connections and reconnections. Crossing what 
Arendt calls the “in between” food binds people together simultaneously transcending and 
uniting.67 As a bridge, food - seeking, transforming and consuming it provides a link across 
time and space. Individuals can maintain a presence with the traditions and people of the past, 
create home in the present, and reforge over and over again a hybridised identity to take them 
into the future. As a nostalgic tool, food serves to “provide a better base for confronting life 
in Australia: to build a shelter from ‘social and cultural crisis’”.68 
 
The consumer walks along the bridges and conduits created by consumption, linking the 
geographies of both time and space. Consumption bridges time in that it links the past (as 
nostalgia) with the present and with the future (the fantasy of what we would like to become). 
Consumption also provides a conduit connecting the macro-components of the quadripartite 
matrix, that is, the global, local, public and private. The concept of the bridge as a link across 
time and space is described by Serres when he indicates: 
The bridge is a path connecting two river banks; it makes a discontinuity continuous. It 
straddles a fracture. It stitches up a gap. […] Communication breaks down: but, in a 
startling way, the bridge restores it again. The pit is a hole in space, a local breach in a 
particular variation. […] The bridge is a paradox: it connects that which is 
disconnected.69 
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In choosing palm oil by listening to expert advice from within the community the West 
Africans are deploying power. In other words they are using expert systems to fashion self-
identity, thereby creating a network of power and knowledge. Giddens refers to this 
“empowerment” as “the power of human beings to alter the material world and transform the 
conditions of their own actions”.70 For Rose, it is through this empowerment that the modern 
self has been born. He elaborates on this concept by saying: 
If the new technologies for the care of the self are subjectifying, it is not 
because experts have colluded in the globalization of political power, seeking to 
dominate and subjugate the autonomy of the self through the bureaucratic 
management of life itself. Rather, it is that modern selves have become attached 
to the project of freedom, have come to live it in terms of identity, and to search 
for the means to enhance that autonomy through the application of expertise. In 
this matrix of power and knowledge the modern self has been born; to grasp its 
workings is to go some way towards understanding the sort of human beings we 
are.71  
 
In other words, through palm oil, West Africans have made a choice, a choice that is not 
totally individualised in the sense that people make up their own mind on such matters. 
Instead, the choice becomes the extent to which the imperatives of one expert are considered 
against another. Hage (1994) talks about the “negative Anglo gaze” a gaze that beset previous 
waves of migrants as food habits were viewed with disgust before ultimately, over time, 
becoming part standard fare. So where once “ethnic” lunches at school were viewed with 
dismay they are now often viewed with envy. With the embracing of a wide variety of 
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cultural food habits by the Australian eclectic palate, trained as such by the cookbooks, 
magazines and commercial pastes, powders and potions72  the negative gaze is no longer 
individually directed. Palm oil is not a freely available, for “other” Australians it is ethnic 
exotica and for the majority of West Africans its use is a private affair – used as the 
foundation of dishes or swirled in at the end of preparation to instill the flavour of “home”. It 
is unlikely that palm oil will move to supermarket shelves, that it will become a part of the 
foodscape in the same way as olive oil. Outsiders have to be invited to consume and in so 
doing it establishes the boundary between “us” and “them”. The gaze is now the public health 
gaze – the nexus of environment and health that argue for longevity and sustainability to the 
potential detriment of identity. 
 
The urgency for this discussion and others like it is practical. For practitioners arguing the 
case for “health” and “environment” by suggesting a decreased consumption of a food 
commodity based solely on current scientific knowledge is biological and environmental 
reductionism.73 Such an approach fails to take into consideration the other private and public; 
global and local work by food within a social and cultural context. It may be that with time 
the immutable scientific truth that places palm oil on the periphery as “evil” will change, and 
there are already cracks beginning to appear. The cultural truth of palm oil is that it is integral 
in the creation of islands of predictability and certainty and as such is vital in the creation and 
(re)creation of collective and individual identity and home and ultimately in the maintenance 
of health. It remains to be seen whether the “experts” can find a pathway that promotes a 
given definition of “health” that simultaneously acknowledges the use of food in the 
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promotion of cultural integrity, especially when such a pathway strays from the prevailing 
discourses. 
 
 
 
 
